
Beware:  Change in How SPSS Reads Plain Text Data Files 

 

 For many years I have used a plain text data file, formatted like that below, with success with 
SPSS and SAS.  There are seven variables, one line per case.  The file is set up so that it can be 
read with column input or list input. 

 

1 72 1 10  20 400 1983 

1 71 2  2  90 600 1983 

1 74 3  5  40 500 1983 

1 62 3  9  50   . 1983 

1 76 2  8  40   . 1983 

2 62 2  9 100 440 1984 

 

Column Input:  X1 1 X2 3-4 X3 6 X4 8-9 X5 11-13 X6 15-17 X7 19-22 

List Input:  X1-X7 

 

 For list input, a blank space is used as the delimiter.  I have shaded places where a score was 
separated from the next by two or more blank spaces.  This never gave earlier releases of SPSS any 
problem, but starting with SPSS 18 (PASW), such lines are not correctly read with list input: 

 
 

 As you can see above, two adjacent blank spaces result in the creation of a variable with 
missing data preceding the column of valid data.  This problem can be avoided by using COLUMN 
input, like this: 

 



 
 

 
 

 



 The use of the dot as the missing value code also confuses SPSS now.  Variables with dots as 
values will be treated as string variables, and SPSS will not allow one to change them to numeric by 
any means less cumbersome than recoding.  This problem did not occur with earlier releases of 
SPSS. 

 So, how should one format plain text data files that might be used with SPSS?  One option is 
to use the comma as the delimiter.  Here are appropriate lines from a CSV file: 

 

1,72,1,10,20,400,1983 

1,71,2,2,90,600,1983 

1,74,3,5,40,500,1983 

1,62,3,9,50, ,1983 

1,76,2,8,40, ,1983 

2,62,2,9,100,440,1984 

 

 Notice that there are no occurrences of two more adjacent delimiters and that a missing datum 
is represented by a blank space between two commas. 

 

Return to Wuensch’s SPSS Lessons Page 

http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/SPSS/SPSS-Lessons.htm

